Creating Financial Sustainability:  

Securing Your Organization’s Future

Creating a sustainable base of funding for your program requires attention to the three necessary components of any successful fundraising initiative: relationships, vision and delivery. Each of these is a necessary element in creating successful, sustainable fundraising efforts. Covering Kids & Families grantees must cultivate and maintain relationships with funders, prospective funders and target communities. These relationships bear financial fruit when they include a compelling vision of organizational service. Finally, CKF grantees must fulfill their goals as presented to the funder and maintain a good relationship with each funder to be successful. 

This section reviews key components in each of these three areas and outlines important considerations for creating sustainable fundraising programs. Appendix W: How Are You Doing? Assessing Your Progress While Fundraising on p. xxxi provides a rubric for grantees to evaluate their fundraising efforts.

Building and Maintaining Relationships

Understanding and Implementing the Cultivation Cycle

Just as it is imperative to create a strong case to sell programs, it is equally important to undertake systematic, sincere cultivation of donors and prospective donors. As outlined in this toolkit, you must identify, and then cultivate, an adequate number of good prospects to ensure financial sustainability. To do so, you will need to follow, and modify as appropriate, a written fundraising plan. Implementation of your fundraising plan will require the allocation of staff and leadership time to attend to donors, and rigorous scheduling, tracking and evaluation of all donor contacts. There are no shortcuts for the process. 

Originally developed by the endowment campaign staff at Cornell University, the donor cultivation cycle looks like this:


To achieve sustainability, each step of the cycle must be executed with an adequate number of appropriate prospects. The elements of the donor cultivation cycle have been extensively covered in this toolkit, and you will find much help throughout the toolkit in demystifying the process of fundraising. This subsection is designed to help you move confidently toward financial sustainability.

How Much Fundraising Activity Is Enough?

One question that is often asked by people new to fundraising is “How do I know if I’m doing enough to secure the future of my organization?” 

Successful fundraisers know that the answer to this question is not to examine timesheets or to-do lists, but rather, to examine whether the organization has sufficient income and future commitments to meet current and future program needs. If you have adequate sources of money and potential funding identified and are in regular contact with decision-makers building good relationships, you are well on your way to “doing enough.” If not, you will want to invest more of your time in fundraising. Generally speaking, you should plan to invest 20 percent or more of your time in fundraising (more if you are near your match requirement deadline). This could mean spending two hours each day on fundraising, or it could mean one full day a week, or one week a month. Your own work style will determine which allocation of time is most productive for you.

Remember, however, that this time must actually be invested in networking and cultivating donors and prospects. There is an old “Peanuts” cartoon in which Linus solemnly informs Lucy that “Worrying about your math homework isn’t the same thing as doing your math homework.” So it is with fundraising. There is no substitute for actually networking in your community and making cultivation phone calls and personal appearances. 

How Much Do I Need to Raise and How Many Sources Should It Come From?

As you create your long-term fundraising plan, one of the most important pieces of information you will need is an accurate assessment of how much money you will need to raise. For a long-term plan, you should spend some time thinking about long-term financial needs, particularly beyond Year Four, when The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation grant will be gone. What can you do now that will help wean your organization from its reliance on the RWJF funds?

Once you have established a fundraising goal, based both on your needs and your best assessment of your potential prospects’ giving ability, you will be ready to move to the next step: determining how many sources you will need to approach to raise this money. There are trade-offs here that you will want to consider. 

For example, a single generous gift, which helps you meet your entire budget goal, may be easier to raise and may drastically reduce the amount of time you need to spend raising money. The downside of this is that, if this gift is not renewed, you may find your entire program imperiled. Meeting your budget via many smaller gifts may provide greater long-term stability and security, but will increase the amount of time you spend cultivating donors. Each of these scenarios has positives and negatives, and you will, after a careful analysis of your community, be able to judge where you want to fall on this continuum to reap the best return on your investment in fundraising.

Regardless of how you opt to meet your long-term funding goals, you will need to undertake a systematic set of networking activities. Many fundraisers estimate that you will need to identify and cultivate 10 potential prospects for each actual donation. You may want to track this for yourself over time to help you judge how much networking you actually have to do.

Ultimately, the payoff for your networking will be new opportunities to authentically involve influential decision-makers in the life of your program. This increased involvement of an enlarging circle of interested and sympathetic prospects can be one of the most rewarding and creative projects you undertake as the leader of your organization. Creating a sustainable revenue stream for your organization will happen when you have involved a sufficient number of the right people in the life of your organization. Luckily, this isn’t as grueling as it sounds, and in fact, you may find that it is one of the areas of organizational leadership that is most creative and fun. 

Involving Donors and Prospects

Before moving on to new fundraising opportunities, spend some time deepening your relationship with your current funders. Here are a few concrete ideas:

· If you have received significant funds from government sources, you will want to be sure to have more than one champion, whether it is in the governor’s mansion, the State House or a state agency. Funding priorities can be volatile, depending on the mood of the electorate, which party is in power and budget issues. It is important to have champions on both sides of the aisle to protect the future of SCHIP and Medicaid.

· If you have received significant funds from a hospital or another corporation, build a deep company “bench.” In today’s business environment, things can change quickly. Your company contact could be promoted, move to another division or leave the company. It is important to build relationships with more than one person in a company to ensure that the company’s support of your coalition will continue even if your primary contact changes.

· If you have received significant funds from a foundation, assess whether there is a limit to the number of times it will renew the funding. If there is, spend some time strategizing with the program officer or your main contact about future funding avenues, whether it’s developing a new but related project within your organization or enlisting the foundation’s help to open doors to other funders.

· If you have received significant funds from an individual, ask the donor if they would be willing to open doors to other funding sources for you. An introduction by someone who has personally invested in your program is a valuable recommendation.

Next, go back to the prospect research you completed. Were there some good prospects that you did not pursue because you did not have the access? Do not wait until you have a budget crisis. Begin cultivating those prospects now that you have the luxury of time.

Vision

Money Follows Vision

Money always follows vision, vision never follows money. The biggest challenge you face in building a sustainable fundraising program is finding compelling ways to communicate your vision to donors and prospects. You must create and communicate a strong organizational and program vision. Your mission and program must be compelling, meet critical, unmet needs in the community, and add value to the existing work of other organizations and individuals. You have to tell your story. 

In some communities, you may have a more limited pool of funding prospects. In this case, you will need to make your story dynamic, to keep current funders involved and recruit new funders who did not have the interest or means to support your efforts previously.

Delivery

Accurately Assessing Your Progress 

A checklist to help you evaluate your ongoing readiness to raise money can be found in Appendix W: How Are You Doing? Assessing Your Progress While Fundraising on p. xxxi. You may want to use this tool as a fundraising to-do list or you may want to score yourself periodically on each item and track your progress over time. Fundraising fundamentals have been covered in the list, but you may find that you have additional items to add to customize it.

One of America’s most successful fundraisers has the following sign prominently posted in his office:

IF YOU CAN READ THIS, 

YOU AREN’T OUT CALLING ON PROSPECTS

Many successful nonprofit leaders keep some kind of symbol in their offices to remind them not to get so caught up in the daily internal demands of running the organization that they forget the daily external demands of leading. Whether you put up a sign in your office or use some other method, to be successful, you must regularly and enthusiastically talk with your donors and prospects.

Providing people with the opportunity to invest in creating a better future for our communities is an incredible gift. While some of the tasks required to successfully raise money are tedious and can seem like drudgery (creating databases and maintaining good files comes to mind), the real joy in fundraising is being able to talk with donors and prospects about our shared vision for a better community. 

1. Identification of prospects





2. Information about prospects





3. Introduction to prospects





4. Involvement of and with prospects





5. Investment by prospects





The Donor Cultivation Cycle





Tip 


If you are lucky enough to have met your match from one funding source—congratulations! However, you will want to keep cultivating donors so that you can diversify your funding portfolio and ensure long-term success.








